Effect of prenatal N2O exposure on startle reflex reactivity.
The teratogenic effect of N2O is of interest because thousands of pregnant women are exposed to this gaseous anesthetic each year. The effects of repeated N2O exposures were investigated for offspring of mice exposed to air or N2O (5%, 15%, or 35%) for 4 hours per day on days 6 through 15 of pregnancy. Ten litters per exposure group were studied. Exposures did not affect reproductive indices, survival, or physical milestones of development. Body weights showed significant exposure effects that could not be isolated to specific exposure groups; however, N2O-exposed mice tended to weigh more than air-exposed animals. Brain weights measured on postnatal day (PND) 126 or 127 were not different among exposure groups or between genders. Ability to stay on a rotating rod was not affected by prenatal N2O exposure. Prenatal exposure to N2O resulted in hyporeactivity of the startle reflex in response to acoustic or tactile stimuli. On PND 95 the results were statistically significant for all N2O-exposed groups compared with the air-exposed group. On PND 60, although not statistically significant, there was a definite trend toward hyporeactivity for the N2O groups. There was a significant age-related difference in startle response; control animals were significantly more reactive at 95 than at 60 days of age. Of the N2O-exposed groups, only the 15% group showed a statistically significant increase in reactivity from 60 to 95 days of age. The risk of behavioral or functional abnormalities for humans following in utero N2O exposure is unknown and cannot be directly extrapolated from the present study.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)